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Sex of the Soul 


The Treatise on Holiness which partly deals with rites of union and procreation. 
One of the first kabbalists, R. Yehuda ben Yaqar, who composed a vast 
commentary on prayer and benedictions, already gives conjugal copulation the 
status of a symbolic imitation of the relation between the divine Bridegroom 
and the Community of Israel. He mentions this with regard to the benediction 
to be recited before coitus — a ritual practice described in the book Halakhot 
Gedolot (at the beginning of ‘The Rules on Marriage Contracts’), but fallen into 
disuse and rejected by a majority of ruling authorities. Here is a version of the 
text in question: 

There are newly wed who say the following benediction before coitus: ‘[Blessed 
art thou Lord our God, king of the world], who has planted a walnut-tree in the 
garden of Eden’, as a function [of the verse] ‘I have descended into the garden of 
the walnut-tree’ (Song of Songs 6:11), said by the Holy One, blessed be he, the 
Bridegroom, to Israel, the Bride, and for many reasons the bride has been 
compared to a walnut. 2 ? 

This first trace of the importance given by kabbalists to coupling as a ritual act 
is indicative of their perception of its symbolic significance. Many writings go 
into great detail on this question; we will only partially cite here a piece that is 
particularly rich and exhaustive in order to demonstrate how kabbalistic 
conceptions of the sexual union on high were transformed into meditational 
motifs which were to be dwelt upon during sexual intercourse. In the text we 
are about to read - a work of R. Moses Cordovero (1522-1570) - the bodies of 
the partners, down to each limb and organ, represent a parallel structure 
constituting the different attributes of the divine world of emanation: 

On the subject of the meditation in the course of the [sexual] act, it should be 
known that the male comprises 248 organs, so too Tiferet is the secret of the 
248 organs on high. They comprise the first three [. sefirot ] at the level of the 
head, and as many aspects ( behinot ) as the number of organs. The same at the 
level of the arms, [which represent the sefirot ] Hesed and Gevurah and as many 
aspects as the number of organs. And in the trunk: Tiferet and as many aspects 
as the number of organs. So too in [the sefirot ] Nesah , Hod , Yesod [which 
correspond] to the sides, to the foundation [i.e. the penis] and to the feet, in 
which the organs are as many aspects. This is the case likewise of the secret of 
the female: she has 248 organs [...] When the male and the female below 


27 R. Yehudah ben Yaqar, Commentary to the Prayers, ed. S. Yerushalmi, II, 
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conjoin, they meditate on the liaison and the union of the Male and the Female 
on high: 248 [organs] joined to 248 [organs], as really the attachment of flesh 
to flesh. One will thus meditate on the secret of the superior union. Here is its 
mystery and the meditation required with regard to it: firstly one will wash 
one’s hands at midnight or during the hours that follow and will purify one’s 
consciousness and void the spirit of all evil thought; one could also meditate on 
the repenting of one’s faults and prolong one’s prayer according to one's force. 
Then [the man] will gladden his wife with speech relating to the commandment 
[of sexual union], at the same time he will bring his awareness closer to the 
sacred. He will conduct his meditation to the best, according to his force. Then 
he will undertake to meditate on the secret of the embrace: he is at the level of 
Tiferet, she is at the level of Malkhut; the man will thus embrace the head of the 
woman with his left arm which he will place beneath, meditating on the mystery 
of the Gevurah taking hold of Malkhut , in the joyful aspect in view of coupling 
and not in the aspect of judgment (din). Then with his right he will embrace the 
head from above, in order to include love in the right and the left. After which 
he will meditate on the union of the four faces, the two faces [of the face] of the 
female with the two faces [of the face] of the male, which are the four letters [of 
the divine name] YHWH. The four arms are the four wings which are the name 
’Adonai [Lord] and allude to the union (yihud) of the name YAHDONHY [the 
letters YHWH combined with the letters ’ADNY\. He will bear in mind that the 
secret of the head against the head [implies] that the first three sefirot which 
are in him [unite] with the first three' sefirot which are in her [. Keter , Hokhmah, 
Binah of the Male reunite with their homologue in the Female]. He will think 
that the arms, which are Hesed and Gevurah which are in him [unite with] 
Hesed and Gevurah [that is, the arms] which are in her. He [will then be aware] 
that body in body, that is to say, the six extremities [the six lower sefirot which 
are in him rejoin] the six extremities [which are in her], that the two thighs, i.e. 
Nesah and Hod , the penis, i.e. Yesod, [rejoin] the two thighs which are in her. 
The secret of the Alliance is [the letter] yod which links the secret of [the letter] 
dalet (i) [to the word] ’ehad (One), that is to say, of the Brother (’ah) with the 
Sister Cahot), which gives < ehad (One), and the trunk of the yod found in [the 
letter] dalet links the Brother — the nine upper sefirot— to Malkhut [the 
Sister]. It is in this way that the man will cause Yesod to penetrate into the heart 
of the domain of dalet , in order to complete it, for [the woman] does not 
possess the sign of the alliance. The male completes her and this member is half 
included in her and half included in him: male and female unite in such a 
manner that in the Shi ( ur Qomah which is in him there are ten [sefirot] and in 
that which is in her there are ten. This is the secret of: ‘Ten, ten, the bowl, 
following the sheqel of the sanctuary’ (Num. 7:86). The ten belonging to her are 
oriented from below upwards in the field of the reparation ( tiqqun ) of the body, 


and the ten belonging to him are orientated from on high downwards in the 
field of the reparation of the body. He will meditate, during the seven kisses, on 
the secret of the union of the breaths, which constitute the interiority of the 
sefirot [...] The seven kisses are the seven sefirot which link and unite to the 
first three [sefirot], for they form the mouth of the head, i.e. Malkhut, which is 
in the first three [sefirot]. Then he will meditate on the union of the eyes and 
the nose, those of one in those of the other. In his movement [of penetration] 
the man will meditate on the secret of the phase during which the Yesod gathers 
the semen and the light from the Hokhmah on high, it is on the latter that he 
will meditate with all his awareness in order that the Hokhmah sheds itself 
from the brain of the : 'Arikh [’Anpiri] to the brain of the Zeir [Anpin], and from 
there towards Binah, in accordance with the secret of the head ornaments, and 
from there, through the central column [Tiferet], towards the two eggs of the 
male [the sefirot Nesah and Hod], which cook and prepare [the luminous 
semen] then give it to Yesod, through which it passes and emerges from the 
secret of the yod of the [divine] Name, [Hokhmah] being the yod of the name 
YHWH, in the direction of the yod of the name Adonai, which is a drop 
including the ten [sefirot]. This happens at the moment of the donation of the 
drop coming from him to her, namely: A tenth part of an ephah of fine flour’ 
(Lev. 5:11), without any waste, and it is ‘kneaded in oil’ (ibid. 2:5 et pass.) in 
conformity with the secret of the ‘crushing’ (Ex. 29:40 etc.) effectuated by the 
Yesod, as we have explained in regard to the movement [of penetration]. Then 
[the drop] is shed in Malkhut . 28 
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The first part of the text poses a general principle: the totality of the organs of 
the human body, numbered at 248 by the old aggadic tradition, corresponds, 
almost to the detail, to the components of the structure of the Divinity. Two 
sefirot, Tiferet and Malkhut , are considered to be containing in themselves the 
totality of the sefirot. The couple formed by them encompasses the rest of the 
sefirot as if the latter were only parts within a whole comprising two poles, one 
of them corresponding to the masculine partner of the human couple, the other 
to the feminine partner. Each member of the body of one or the other 
corresponds to a sefirotic element present in Tiferet (for the male) and in 
Malkhut (for the female). The reunion of each particular organ with its 
homologue in the partner's body during sexual union theurgically assures the 
reunion of their superior parallels. The conjugal relation follows a progression 
in the course of which the union becomes more and more complete, in close 
correspondence with the hierarchy of the union between the diverse divine 
members composing the sefirot Tiferet and Malkhut. The body of the man and 
that of the woman are explicitly considered to be like a ShVur Qomah , an 
ancient expression deriving from the mysticism of the Hekhalot or Palaces (first 
centuries of the common era), where it designated the measure of the stature of 
the divine body (or of the divine Glory). The structure of the body of the man is 
the same as the structure of Tiferet , similarly for the body of the woman with 
regard to Malkhut. The right arm, for example, corresponds to Hesed , a sefirah 
which is here only an element, an organ of Tiferet , taken as an entire sefirotic 
system, known as ShVur Qomah. It is the same with the members of the woman 
with respect to Malkhut , which is here likewise a complete sefirotic structure, 
except for a spiritual organ: Yesod, which corresponds to the penis. The latter is 
lacking in the feminine ShVur Qomah: the sexual relation aims at fulfilling this 
lack. The penis engaged in the vagina is partly in the man, partly in the woman. 
The same is true of the Yesod at the higher level, partly in Tiferet, partly in 
Malkhut. In this way, conjugal union is a way of sharing the phallus. A good 
part of the text is devoted to the meditations that the partners should engage in 
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during sexual union: each corporeal gesture should be imaginarily ascribed to 
the relations between the organs constituting the sefirot. The final act, 
ejaculation, symbolizes - in the strongest sense of the word - the passage of the 
seminal light, the divine influx, from the point of Yesod , identified with the 
letter yod, the Thought or Hokhmah on high, into Malkhut. The tension which 
precedes the ejaculation should also be redacted or redirected to the initial 
passage of the spiritual semen from the brain of : ’Arikh : Anpin , or Long-Face 
C Keter ), to Zeir ’Anpin, the Small-Face (which corresponds, still following the 
terminology of the Zohar to which this text refers to Tiferet). More exactly, R. 
Moses Cordovero expressly indicates that it is the meditation accompanying 
sexual tension, which, when conducted in the correct order and brought into 
relation with the divine superior structures, brings about the shedding of 
seminal light — the influx of emanation — from the summit of the organism to 
its base, Malkhut. The luminous drop shed in this way contains a particle of the 
spiritual substance issuing from the totality of the sefirotic body and holding 
within itself all the aspects of the divine being. The same applies to the seed of 
the parents, which is their concentrated essence. 

It goes without saying that a part of the process of spermatogenesis 
described here depends on the conceptions of antique medicine. But it is 
difficult to escape from the feeling of deja vu when this text is compared to 
certain tantric writings, in particular those transcribed and commented upon 
by Mircea Eliade, in his article entitled ‘Spirit, Light and Semen’. 2 ? Of course, 
the cultural and ethical horizon is extremely different, but very many structural 
homologies remain intriguing. It is not within our intentions here to try and 
interpret them, but it was necessary at least to point them out. 


